DECRIMINALIZING DRUG USE
The War on Drugs, which receives daily coverage in the newspapers and on evening network television news has had a significant impact on diverse segments of American Society. Unfortunately, this impact has been least on drug abuse itself. Stiffer penalties for the sale and possession of drugs have overwhelmed the prison system and stricter and more zealous enforcement of the penal codes have resulted in more arrests of both users and pushers and inundated the courts. Both the prisons and the courts are now stretched beyond their limits by a U.S. policy decision to get tough on drugs. Different local laws and differing levels of enforcement have inevitably led to inequities in both prosecution and sentencing from one part of the country to another.
While the intensification of legal confrontation has resulted in the interception of large shipments of drugs, the flow continues unabated and appears little affected by the government's highly publicized seizures. Large amounts of public funds are now being poured into the interception of shipments, seizures, crack-downs on local pushers and the arrest of users. These funds and the public policy which they reflect have given rise to large law enforcement bureaucracies whose vested interests are linked to a continuation of the current policy.
For many years, the United States has had a public policy of legal confrontation-treatment with regard to drug abuse. The linkage of available treatment for drug users to legal confrontation seemed a reasonable approach to most. However, during the past several years, funds for treatment have been greatly reduced by the Federal government while those for legal confrontation have been greatly increased. The result has been an escalation in enforcement, prosecution and the imprisonment of users as treatment becomes increasingly inaccessible. The inevitable result has been that the courts and prisons have been overwhelmed, in no small measure by some who might otherwise be in treatment programs were Federal spending priorities different.
The supporters of the legal confrontation-treatment approach have always been in disagreement with those who espouse a policy of harm reduction which is practiced in the Netherlands and Great Britain. The harm reduction approach to illegal drug use takes many forms but has been consistently denounced in the U.S. by many who see it as a policy of legalizing drugs which they claim would cause an explo-226 JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY HEALTH sion of drug use in the country. That, harm reduction policies in other countries have not resulted in explosive and sustained epidemics of illegal drug use seem to go unnoticed by these critics.
The disparity in funding for legal confrontation and for treatment has led many outside of the traditional harm reduction camp to raise voices of concern about the wisdom of the current policy. They have come to this position not because they have been convinced by those who advocate harm reduction, but because they see the futility of warehousing prisoners, overwhelming the courts and little real success in the present approach. Increasingly, prominent citizens are voicing the view that illegal drug use should be decriminalized. It is also their view that drug abuse is primarily a medical and social problem requiring non-criminal approaches. That their views come close to those long held by harm reduction advocates is an important new development on the U.S. drug policy scene.
The galvanizing of public opinion in favor of approaches other than police action has already begun. However, changing current national policy is apt to be a slow process. Vested bureaucratic interests, sometimes masquerading as expert opinion, will have to be confronted as will the positions long held by a number of elected officials who represent districts where drug use is epidemic. These elected officials have legitimate and understandable fears that decriminalizing drug use will escalate the epidemic. Yet a shift in thinking has already occurred. It will be fueled by the continued failure of police action to curtail illegal drug use. A number of approaches will be debated as the public focus intensifies on the failure of the current policy. It is reasonable to assume that decriminalizing drug use will prominently figure among the approaches considered and that it will probably move to the center of the public debate as the decade progresses.
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